54th  Congress,  > HOUSE  OF  REPRESENTATIVES.  ( Document 
1st  Session.  ) \ So.  215. 


PARTING  AND  REFINING  BULLION. 


LETTER 

FROM 

THE  ACTING  SECRETARY  OF  THE  TREASURY, 

TRANSMITTING 

A copy  of  a communication  from  the  Director  of  the  Mint  relative  to  the 
amendment  of  the  act  of  June  19,  1878,  providing  for  the  expenses  of 
parting  and  refining  bullion . 


February  8, 1896. — Referred,  to  the  Committee  on  Appropriations  and  ordered  to  be 

printed. 


Treasury  Department, 

E February  7,  1896. 

Sir:  I Have  the  honor  to  transmit  herewith,  for  the  consideration  of 
Congress,  copy  of  a communication  from  the  Director  of  the  Mint,  of 

I the  4th  instant,  relative  to  an  amendment  to  the  act  of  June  19,  1878 
(20  Stat.  L.,  p.  191),  providing  for  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining 
bullion,  so  as  to  include  for  such  expenses  the  proceeds  of  the  sale  of 
by-products  and  spent  acids  arising  from  parting  and  refining  proc- 
esses, and  to  recommend  that  the  following  clause  be  included  in  the 
legislative,  executive,  and  judicial  appropriation  bill,  viz: 

And  refining  and  parting  of  bullion  shall  he  carried  on  at  the  mints  of  the  United 
States  and  at  the  assay  office  at  New  York.  And  it  shall  he  lawful  to  apply  the 
moneys  arising  from  charges  collected  from  depositors  for  these  operations,  and  also 
the  proceeds  of  the  sale' of  hy-products  and  spent  acids  arising  from  parting  and 
refining  processes  pursuant  to  law,  so  far  as  may  he  necessary,  to  defraying  in  lull  of 
the  expenses  thereof,  including  labor,  materials,  and  wastage.  But  no  part  of  the 
moneys  otherwise  appropriated  for  the  support  of  the  mints  and  the  assay  office  at 
New  York  shall  be  used  to  defray  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining  bullion. 


Eespectfully,  yours, 

The  Speaker  of  the  House  of 


S.  Wike, 
Acting  Secretary. 

Representatives. 


H.  Doc.  53 — -37 
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Treasury  Department,  Bureau  of  the  Mtnt, 

Washington , I).  C.,  February  4 , 1896 . 

Sir  : Referring  to  the  letter  of  thi^Bureau,  under  date  of  March  14„ 
1895,  and  the  decision  of  the  Comptroller  of  the  Treasury  in  reference} 
to  the  “expenses  ot  parting  and  refining  bullion  at  the  mints  and  the' 
assay  office  at  New  York  ” (copies  of  which  are  inclosed  herewith),  ii 
have  the  honor  to  request  that  you  will  recommend  the  insertion  in  thej 
bill  making  appropriation  for  legislative,  executive,  and  judicial 
expenses  of  the  Government  for  the  fiscal  year  1897  the  following} 
provision : 

And  relining  and  parting  of  bullion  stall  be  carried  on  at  the  mints  of  the  United! 
States  and  at  the  assay  office  at  New  York.  And  it  shall  be  lawful  to  apply  then 
moneys  arising  from  charges  collected  from  depositors  for  these  operations,  and  alsc  i 
the  proceeds  of  the  sale  of  by-products  and  spent  acids  arising  fronj  parting  ancj 
refining  processes  pursuant  to  law  so  far  as  may  be  necessary  to  defraying  in  full  o;i 
the  expenses  thereof,  including  labor,  materials,  and  wastage.  But  no  part  of  the 
moneys  otherwise  appropriated  for  the  support  of  the  mints  and  the  assay  office  ait 
New  lrork  shall  be  used  to  defray  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining  bullion. 

Respectfully,  yours,  R.  E.  Preston, 

Director  of  the  Mint. 

Hon.  John  G.  Carlisle, 

Secretary  of  the  Treasury . 


Treasury  Department,  Bureau  of  the  Mint, 

Washington,  D.  C.,  March  14,  1895. 

Sir  : Irespectfully  call  your  attention  to  the  fact  that  since  July  1, 1885,  the  expenses 
of  parting  and  refining  bullion  have  exceeded  the  amount  of  charges  collected  fon 
these  operations.  Prior  to  July  1,  1885,  it  was  the  practice  to  apply  the  proceeds  o 
sulphate  of  copper  and  waste  acid  to  the  bills  for  copper  plates  and  acid.  Under 
date  of  October  28,  1885,  the  First  Comptroller  of  the  Treasury  decided  that  tin- 
revenue  derived  from  these  two  sources  must  be  paid  into  the  Treasury  as  “ proceed: 
of  old  material  sold,”  as  provided  by  section  3618  of  the  Revised  Statutes.  His  decision 
works  a great  detriment  to  the  mint  refineries,  as  will  be  shown  by  the  following 
statement : 

Prior  to  1886  the  nitric-acid  process  for  parting  gold  and  silver  was  used  in  all  tin- 
Government  refineries.  After  the  metal  had  undergone  any  preparatory  operation: 
that  might  be  needed,  the  silver,  copper,  and  other  metals,  in  combination  with  tin 
gold,  was  dissolved  by  the  acid.  The  gold,  being  insoluble  in  it,  remained  in  apow 
dery  and  spongy  condition,  and  when  properly  washed  and  dried,  melted,  fluxed,  am 
cast  into  molds,  yielding  fine  gold  bars.  The  solution  containing  the  silver,  copper 
etc.,  was  mixed  with  a strong  solution  of  salt,  the  chlorine  of  which  uuited  with  tin 
silver,  forming  an  insoluble  chloride  of  silver.  This,  after  being  washed,  was  furthe 
treated  with  zinc,  the  chlorine  from  the  silver  forming  chloride  of  zinc,  and,  bein' 
soluble  in  water,  was  washed  from  the  silver.  The  latter  was  then  dried,  melted 
fluxed,  and  cast  into  fine  bars.  The  solutions  washed,  respectively,  from  the  chloride 
of  silver  and  the  reduced  silver  were  run  into  the  sewer.  Thus,  no  by-products 
whether  of  copper  or  spent  acid  in  the  first  or  of  zinc  in  the  second,  were  recovered 

By  the  substitution  of  sulphuric  acid  for  nitric  acid  in  the  process,  about  four-fifth 
of  the  cost  of  the  solvent  (acid)  was  saved,  the  price  of  nitric  acid  being  about  fiv«- 
times  that  of  sulphuric  acid,  and  the  solvent  power  (consequently  the  amount  required 
being  about  the  same.  This  was  one  large  result,  but  by  the  use  of  copper  as  tb 
reducing  agent,  instead  of  the  double  agency  of  salt  and  zinc  in  the  other  case,  t«- 
recover  the  silver  dissolved  in  the  sulphuric  acid,  a new  element  in  calculating  th«l 
cost  of  the  process  was  introduced.  Having  regard  simply  to  the  original  price  o*| 
the  one  as  compared  with  the  other,  that  of  the  copper  was  greater,  but  as  a part  o 
the  sulphuric  acid,  the  sulphate  of  copper  solution  taken  from  the  silver  was.  by  evap- 
oration and  crystallization,  separated  into  two  constituents,  viz,  blue  vitriol  and  sul; 
phur  liquor,  containing  a very  small  quantity  of  iron,  copper,  etc.  The  latter  wa 
taken  by  the  acid  contractor  and  credit  given  by  him  on  his  bills  at  a price  agrees 
upon.  the  greater  part  of  the  blue  vitriol  was  exchanged,  on  competitive  bidding^ 
for  plate  copper  ready  for  use  as  a reducing  agent.  What  was  not  required  for  thi 
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u§©  was  credited  (with  the  waste  liqnor)  on  the  acid  hills.  This  course  was  equiva- 
lent to  recovering  both  the  copper  and  acid  for  fresh  use  by  further  chemical  opera- 
tions in  our  own  mint  refineries,  which,  however,  would  have  been  troublesome  and 
expensive. 

The  following  statement  exhibits  the  cost  of  gold  and  copper  purchased,  and  the 
proceeds  of  sale  of  blue  vitriol  and  waste  liquor  at  the  New  York  assay  office,  for 
the  nine  years  ending  June  30, 1894: 


Cost  of  sulphuric  acid  purchased $131  899.88 

Cost  of  copper  plate  purchased.. 63,187.03 

Total 195,086.91 

Amount  received  for  blue  vitriol  sold 81, 164. 66 

Amount  received  for  waste  acid  sold 27, 049. 06 

Total 108, 213. 72 


Thus  it  will  be  seen  that  55.47  per  cent  of  the  cost  of  the  acid  and  copper  is  cov- 
ered by  the  sale  of  blue  vitriol  and  spent  acid. 

Section  3524  of  the  Revised  Statutes  provides,  “That  the  charges  to  depositors 
shall  be  fixed  from  time  to  time,  by  the  Director  with  the  concurrence  of  the  Secre- 
tary of  the  Treasury,  so  as  to  equal  but  not  exceed,  in  their  judgment,  the  actual 
average  cost  to  each  mint  and  assay  office,  of  the  material,  labor,  wastage  and  use  of 
machinery  employed  in  each  of  the  cases  above  mentioned.” 

Section  3552  provides,  “That  the  moneys  arising  from  all  charges  and  deductions, 
on  and  from  gold  and  silver  bullion,  shall,  from  time  to  time,  be  covered  into  the 
Treasury,  and  no  part  of  such  deductions  shall  be  expended  in  salaries  or  wages.” 
The  same  section  provides,  “That  all  expenditures  of  the  mints  and  assay  offices  not 
herein  otherwise  provided  for  shall  be  paid  from  appropriations  made  by  law  on 
estimates,  submitted  by  the  Secretary  of  the  Treasury.” 

Paragraph  6,  page  379,  Supplement  to  the  Revised  Statutes  of  the  United  States, 
provides  as  follows  (act  of  June  19,  1878): 

‘ ‘ The  refining  and  parting  of  bullion  shall  be  carried  on  at  the  mints  and  the  assay 
office  at  New  York,  and  it  shall  be  lawful  to  apply  the  moneys  arising  from  charges 
collected  from  depositors  for  those  operations  pursuant  to  law,  so  far  as  may  be 
necessary  to  defraying  in  full  of  the  expenses  thereof,  including  labor,  materials, 
and  wastage,  and  no  part  of  the  moneys  otherwise  appropriated  for  the  support  of 
the  mints  and  assay  office  at  New  York  shall  be  used  in  defraying  the  expenses  of 
parting  and  refining  bullion.” 

In  fixing  the  charges  from  time  to  time  to  be  imposed  at  the  several  mints  and  the 
assay  office  at  New  York,  prior  to  July  1,  1885,  the  probable  amount  that  would  be 
received  from  the  sulphate  of  copper  (blue  vitriol)  and  spent  acid  sold  would  always 
be  taken  into  consideration,  as  both  were  derived  from  copper  and  acid  purchased 
with  moneys  collected  from  depositors  who  were  equitably  entitled  to  the  benefit  of 
the  revenue  derived  from  these  sources,  by  having  the  charges  on  their  bullion 
reduced  to  a minimum. 

The  sulphate  of  copper,  as  made  in  the  acid  refineries  of  the  mints,  is  in  no  sense 
an  old  or  waste  material.  It  is,  in  fact,  a newly  and  purposely  made  commercial 
product  of  high  purity  and  beautifully  crystallized;  nor  can  it  well  be  considered  a 
biproduct. 

As  heretofore  stated,  nitric  acid  was  formerly  used  for  parting  and  the  greater 
expense  of  this  acid,  together  with  the  complete  loss  of  zinc  used,  necessitated  high 
parting  charges,  and,  as  has  been  shown-,  it  was  found  that  sulphuric  acid  and  metallic 
copper  could  be  substituted  for  the  nitric  acid  and  zinc,  with  a decided  saving  to  the 
depositor,  if  the  manufacture  of  a third  article,  viz,  that  of  copper  sulphate,  be 
added  to  that  of  fine  gold  and  siver  bars. 

The  change  was  made  and  the  scale  of  charges  to  the  depositor  was  based  upon 
the  cost  of  the  material,  labor,  etc.,  less  the  value  of  the  blue  vitriol,  made  from 
copper  and  purchased  with  the  money  collected  from  him. 

The  sulphate  of  copper  was  intended  and  would  appear  to  be  as  much  a legitimate 
product  of  the  refinery  as  bars  of  gold  and  silver  bullion. 

Since  July  1,  1885,  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining  bullion  in  excess  of  the 
charges  collected  for  the  same  have  been  paid  from  a surplus  to  the  credit  of  the 
appropriation  for  parting  and  refining,  and  which  was  due  to  the  fact  that  the  pro- 
ceeds of  sulphate  of  copper  and  sulphuric  liquor  were  applied  prior  to  that  date  in 
part  payment  for  acid  and  copper  required.  This  surplus  is  now  exhausted  and  it 
is  necessary  to  either  close  sonic  of  the  mint  refineries  and  make  contracts  with 
private  refineries  or  increase  the  charges,  either  of  which  would  oreato  dissatisfac- 
tion on  the  part  of  the  depositors. 
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If  the  proceeds  of  sulphate  of  copper  and  waste  acid  could  be  credited  an  for- 
merly on  the  accounts  for  copper  and  acid  purchased,  the  refineries  of  the  mint 
would  again  be  self-sustaining;  otherwise,  the  advantages  to  the  depositor  of  bul- 
lion in  the  change  to  the  sulphuric-acid  process  is  defeated. 

As  the  ruling  of  the  First  Comptroller  in  October,  1885,  diverts  a material  part  of 
the  refinery  earnings  to  a purpose  entirely  foreign  to  the  parting  of  bullion,  we  have 
presented  the  anomaly  of  a handsome  profit  being  turned  into  the  Treasury  from 
refining  operations,  while  the  charges  imposed  are  not  sufficient  to  meet  the  expenses. 
The  depositor  has  in  the  meanwhile  paid  full  market  rates  for  parting  his  bullion, 
and  any  increase  in  the  charges  would  tend  to  drive  him,  against  his  wish,  to  private 
refineries. 

All  private  refineries  of  gold  and  silver  in  the  United  States  use  the  snlphuric-acid 
process. 

Respectfully,  yours, 

E.  E.  Preston,  Director  of  the  Mint, 

Hon.  John  G.  Carlisle, 

Secretary  of  the  Treasury, 


Treasury  Department, 

Office  of  Comptroller  of  the  Treasury, 

Washington,  D,  C.,  April  11,  1895. 

Sir:  I am  in  receipt,  by  your  reference,  of  a letter  from  the  Director  of  the  Mint 
of  March  14,  1895,  in  which  he  calls  attention  to  the  practice  prevailing  at  the 
various  mints  of  the  United  States  of  paying  into  the  Treasury  as  a miscellaneous 
receipt  the  biproducts  resulting  from  the  operation  of  parting  and  refining  bullion, 
and  asks  to  have  that  practice  discontinued  and  the  proceeds  of  such  biproducts 
made  available  for  use  in  defraying  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining  bullion. 

The  practice  of  paying  into  the  Treasury  the  proceeds  of  such  biproducts  arises 
from  the  provisions  of  sections  3617  and  3618  of  the  Revised  Statutes,  which  require 
the  gross  amount  of  all  moneys  received  from  whatever  source  for  the  use  of  the 
United  States,  and  the  proceeds  of  old  material,  condemned  stores,  supplies,  and 
other  property  of  any  kind,  except  the  proceeds  of  certain  kinds  of  property  therein 
enumerated,  to  be  deposited  and  covered  into  the  Treasury  as  miscellaneous  receipts 
without  any  abatement  of  deduction  whatever. 

It  is  urged  that  the  clause  in  the  legislative,  executive,  and  judicial  appropriation 
act  of  June  19, 1878  (20  Stat.,  191),  which  reads,  ‘‘And  refining  and  parting  of  bullion 
shall  be  carried  on  at  the  mints  of  the  United  States  and  at  the  assay  office  at  New 
York.  And  it  shall  be  lawful  to  apply  the  moneys  arising  from  charges  collected 
from  depositors  for  these  operations  pursuant  to  law  so  far  as  may  be  necessary  to 
the  defraying  in  full  of  the  expenses  thereof,  including  labor,  materials,  and  wast- 
age. But  no  part  of  the  moneys  otherwise  appropriated  for  the  support  of  the  mints 
and  the  assay  office  at  New  York  shall  be  used  to  defray  the  expenses  of  refining  and 
parting  bullion,”  requires  that  the  proceeds  of  such  biproducts  shall  be  used, 
together  with  the  moneys  arising  from  the  charges  collected  from  depositors,  for  the 
purpose  of  paying  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining  bullion. 

It  was  held  by  Comptroller  Durham  on  October  28,  1885,  in  a letter  addressed  to 
the  then  Director  of  the  Mint,  that  the  proceeds  of  such  biproducts  should  be  depos- 
ited into  the  Treasury  as  a miscellaneous  receipt  under  the  provisions  of  section 
3618,  Revised  Statutes,  and  in  that  opinion  I concur,  the  practice  from  that  day  to 
this  having  been  in  accordance  with  the  opinion  then  rendered.  The  same  reasons 
which  actuated  Congress  in  providing  that  the  moneys  arising  from  the  charges  col- 
lected from  depositors  should  be  applied  to  the  expenses  of  parting  and  refining  bul- 
lion, would  no  doubt  have  induced  them  to  include  the  proceeds  of  biproducts; 
but  their  failure  to  so  include  them  will  not  authorize  the  executive  department  in 
violating  the  clear  provisions  of  section  3618,  Revised  Statutes. 

The  matter  seems  to  be  a proper  one  to  be  drawn  to  the  attention  of  Congress,  but 
until  Congress  take  some  action  upon  the  matter,  the  present  practice,  which  is  in 
accordance  with  the  law,  must  continue. 

Respectfully,  yours, 

B*  B.  Bowler,  Comptroller. 

The  Secretary  of  the  Treasubt. 


o 


